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For my mother (long gone but always with me) and father: the greatest cheerleaders for creativity I could have ever asked for.
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To create a work of art is to create the world.


—WASSILY KANDINSKY, CONCERNING THE SPIRITUAL IN ART




Do any of these descriptions fit you?


You’re the funniest person no one knows. Well, your friends know you, and they think you’re hilarious. They keep saying you could be the next Louis C.K. or Amy Schumer—with a Seinfeldian twist. You figure your dream of becoming a stand-up comic (with your own sketch comedy show someday) is childish and impractical. Yet, if you developed five minutes of material, you just might bring down the house at Chuckles Comedy Club, and who knows where that could lead.


Or, you’ve got a dirty little secret: for months you were drafting a novel, even getting up at five most mornings to write before leaving for your office job. But, you couldn’t decide if your thriller was brilliant or worthless, and so you stopped writing, mid-sentence, on page 84 (the sentence reads, “And then she picked up the knife he’d just sharpened yesterday and plunged it into _________”). Yet every now and then when you come across the folder in your documents named “First Novel,” your pulse races and you swear you can feel the adrenalin course through your veins and you move the cursor so it hovers over that damn folder… but something keeps you from clicking on it.


Or, you’ve made it! You’ve had a successful career as a painter—one of your paintings even hangs in the Contemporary Arts Center in Cincinnati—and you’ve had some gallery shows over the years in Boston and Philly and once in Tokyo. One well-known art critic even called you a twenty-first-century Salvador Dali. It’s not how you see yourself, but you saved the link and held on to the clipping anyway. You’ve even managed to make a solid living doing the thing you love. Lately, however, you worry you’re losing your mojo and a new generation of artists is getting all the commissions—and threatening to put you out of commission.


If these or similar tales of woe feel familiar to you, congratulations! You’re following in the grand tradition of creative masters throughout the centuries who also struggled to get going, overcome doubts, or stay motivated over the long run. Did you know, for instance, that, before he penned Leaves of Grass at the midpoint of his life, Walt Whitman was a jack-of-all-trades: carpenter, schoolteacher, printer, journalist, and the author of a “temperance” novel? One critic even commented, “Whitman was a non-poet in every way, with no mark of special talent or temperament.” Or that Georgia O’Keeffe was hospitalized for extreme anxiety over the mural she was commissioned to paint for Radio City Music Hall? Or that Frank Sinatra prematurely retired, twenty-two years before the true end of his career, even leaving the stage with the lyrics from the song “Angel Eyes,” “Excuse me while I disappear”? And yet, they all entered the pantheon of creative gods.


What allowed these artists to pursue their passion despite their doubts and fears?


Each of them possessed something beyond pure talent, dedication, opportunity, or luck, something you may not have identified within yourself… yet: These creators knew why they created.


They were conscious of their motives, their purpose, their goals. Many even spoke and wrote with impressive insight about their why. An understanding of their motivations was the driving force behind their work, and it’s what propelled each of them to such wondrous heights. This awareness—and the subsequent creative boosts—is a trait that defines countless prolific, powerful, satisfied artists.


So, if you want to enhance your creativity and reach your artistic potential, you, too, must first understand why you create.


Whether you’re a student with artistic inclinations, an accomplished artist who’s weighing the next steps in your career, a Gen Xer or Boomer who wonders why you ever gave up playing the sax or drawing pastel landscapes (activities you once loved), or a retiree tentatively trying quilting or jazz dance for the first time, understanding your artistic motivations matters. And recognizing your fears and self-defeating tendencies matters, too.


Think of it this way: In most areas of your life you’re probably pretty clear about why you do the things you do, right? When it comes to being creative, however, most people haven’t thought about why it’s important to them—they just know it is. Yet, doing something in the arts isn’t a requirement. No one’s demanding you become a poet or painter or videogame designer. Also, as you’ve probably noticed, creativity is not the most surefire way of earning an income. Regardless, history shows us people will find a way, somehow, to pursue their artistic passions against all odds. There must be reasons for this sort of dogged devotion.


Your own desire to express yourself creatively is a case in point. You could be sitting on the couch night after night, binge-watching all eighteen seasons so far of Law & Order: SVU. (Not that there’s anything wrong with that!) Instead, something calls to you, gets under your skin, makes you reach for your journal and scribble notes for your novel, audition for the role of Mimi in your school’s production of Rent, knit a scarf of your own intricate design, or write lyrics with a powerful feminist message.


When you’re able to scratch your artistic itch, nothing’s better. But when the words aren’t flowing or you feel like no one “gets” you or the tickets aren’t selling, it’s frustrating and ego-deflating.


In those moments, it’s hard not to feel discouraged, even despondent, and these feelings can make it hard for you to move forward on a project. Writers, at least, have a term for when they’re feeling stuck: “writer’s block.” But creative people of all stripes experience that same awful feeling of stuckness at times.


And, so, knowing why you create—figuring out your impulses and drives and motivations—and also becoming aware of your creativity-killing fears and attitudes can make all the difference between giving up and doing the imaginative work you really want to do. It can lead you to the relief and satisfaction that comes when you’ve made it through an impasse—that ahhhhhhh feeling—that makes the struggle worthwhile.


The Concept of Creative Types


And now we’ve come to the heart of the matter: identifying your creative type. A creative type is an artistic personality profile based on what motivates a person to do creative work. The concept of motivation types grew out of the extensive research and thinking I’ve done for a seminar I teach at Emerson College, “Creativity in Context,” which explores the question, “Why do people create?” It struck me that most studies of creativity focus on how artists create, not why. And yet, the why is so important! And so I embarked on a search for what artists and writers themselves have said about their personal motivations and developed my curriculum, which reflected their perspectives and insights.


After seeing how my students over the years have responded to the course (enthusiastically, I’m happy to report!), I realized I’d tapped into something valuable for anyone with creative leanings. In analyzing past and present artistic greats, I identified their most common drives and realized they could be grouped under five distinct artistic personality types. And thus the idea of creative types—and this book—was born.


I hope reading about creative types—and identifying your own—will make your path to artistic self-discovery entertaining as well as illuminating. If you’ve spent any time on social media surveys attempting to determine your literary twin, Harry Potter house, or U.S. president alter ego, you already know what fun it is to use typology. Here, using typology, backed by theories and examples, will also bring you real, lifelong benefits.


So, here’s a sneak peek at the creative types!


The Five Creative Types


Which one do you think you might be?




• The A-Lister


• The Artisan


• The Game Changer


• The Sensitive Soul


• The Activist




The A-Lister. A-Listers seek ego fulfillment—and why not? The ego is a powerful, undeniable force. A-Listers relish being the center of attention. They want to have an emotional impact on their audience and, in return, receive the applause and love and adoration of their fans. That is what sustains them. They entertain fantasies of fame and wealth and may even achieve them. If they can’t live forever, they hope their name and their novels, paintings, songs, or films will.


The Artisan. Artisans believe being creative is its own reward. The process brings them joy, even bliss. They get so immersed in their art that they lose all sense of time or place. There’s no higher high for them than finding the right rhyme, brush stroke, or tap technique. They treasure predecessors who’ve influenced them, and they’re open to collaboration with current artists. They love what they do, and they treat it as serious work, not just play. They feel lucky they get to do the thing they love.


The Game Changer. Game Changers strive to produce something new and startling in art. They possess both the ego drive of the A-Lister and the devotion of the Artisan. Nothing pleases them more than breaking boundaries and crashing conventions. They’re pioneers and will hold firm to their vision whether anyone else understands it or not… critics and audiences will surely come around. While Game Changers are individualists, they also make for great leaders of movements and writers of manifestos that declare war on art’s past and lay out the possibilities for a more expansive future.


The Sensitive Soul. Sensitive Souls brim with emotion, and they pour it into creative outlets. Their sensitivity and depth of feeling are essential to their artistic pursuits. Sensitive Souls use art to explore their own life histories and experiences and to make meaning of them and possibly achieve some catharsis. Creativity may even help them escape from too much solitude at times. Their art has the potential to change people’s lives and inspire, comfort, or help heal them.


The Activist. Activists use their creativity to change the world. They are fired up and ready to go. Everywhere they look, they see wrongs that need righting, and they’ll use their art to try to do just that: eliminate poverty, advance civil rights, or end wars. They aren’t content with making silly love songs or pretty pictures, not when the world is such a mess. Activists are willing to risk their reputations, or even their very freedom, to produce art with political purpose.


Maybe, as you read about these creative types, one jumped out at you and you thought, “Yes, that’s me!” Or, you saw traits of each within yourself, with one type predominating. Perhaps one type best describes the younger you but, as you matured, you acquired the characteristics of a different type. All of these ways of thinking about your artistic personality are legit.


What to Expect


In the following pages, you’ll learn about the five creative types in greater depth, with each chapter devoted to one particular type. Warning: no artistic personality is free from some good-natured ribbing!


You’ll receive answers to questions, explore issues, and learn how to prepare for any setbacks you might face. Creative theorists and psychologists will weigh in. You’ll read stories about famous creators across the arts spectrum, including Pablo Picasso, Sylvia Plath, Francis Ford Coppola, Beyoncé, and Lin-Manuel Miranda, along with many, many others. These creators share a lot of your traits and tendencies, so their stories will teach you what to do—and, just as importantly, what not to do—in keeping with your artistic personality. You’ll gain insights and advice from them, taken from interviews, essays, journal entries, and letters. And, every now and then I’ll jump in with stories from my career as a teacher and columnist.


You’ll see creativity boosters—ideas and exercises to jump-start your creativity—and suggestions for how to nurture your positive tendencies and tame your self-defeating ones. And you’ll get to take personality-style quizzes to help you discover your artistic motivations and answer the all-important question: What’s your creative type?


So, get started! Go to the chapter on the creative type that speaks most forcefully to you, and then read the rest of the chapters to learn about additional aspects of yourself and others in your artistic community, including potential collaborators and competitors. Or, read straight through (or from back to front if you’re a rebellious Game Changer!). You’ll notice the Conclusion contains valuable insights and stories that apply across the board, to all creative types.


However you approach this book, I hope you’ll have fun, learn a lot, and, most of all, discover your artistic personality so you can embrace a life filled with creativity.















Chapter 1



THE A-LISTER: SEEKING APPLAUSE & ADORATION, FAME & IMMORTALITY
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The only people who are remembered are kings, criminals, and artists.


—ERIC BOGOSIAN, THE PERFORATED HEART




Do you ever fantasize about doing a reading of your debut novel before packed venues across the country? The very novel New York Times book critic Michiko Kakutani hailed as both “deeply felt” and “a rollicking delight”? Perhaps you’re hoping your studio arts professor at Parsons School of Design, the one who told you you’re “marginally talented,” will see your painting, One Apple, One Desire, on the cover of ARTnews. Better yet, he’ll post a Facebook comment saying he knew all along you had “it.” Or, you believe you could be the next Meryl Streep (or Beyoncé, or Martin Scorsese, or J. D. Salinger) of your generation.


You just might be an A-Lister.



Why Do A-Listers Create?


If you’re an A-Lister or you have those tendencies, you feel driven to write, dance, direct, film, compose, or do other forms of art for so many reasons, most of which come down to your ego. And that’s okay! After all, where would any of us be without a strong, healthy (some might say overweening) ego? See if these reasons for creating strike a chord with you.


You create because the adoration of your parents, partner, or children is not nearly enough to satisfy you. Because your ballet teacher insisted you were too heavy/short/curvy to ever make it as a prima ballerina. Because you saw Springsteen rock out for three-plus hours, and, damn, you knew you had to be onstage. Because you want others to see what you see, feel what you feel, or think what you think. (“Who wouldn’t?” is probably what you’re thinking right now.) Because your mother laughed at a joke you made when you were four and you want to recapture that feeling over and over and over again. Because you want to feel alive. Because you want to be remembered after you die. Because you believe you’ve been given a gift, and it’s your duty to share it with the world. Because you might even want to play God.


Snapshot of an A-Lister


An A-Lister’s ego is not to be trifled with. It’s shouting, I’m here, I matter. What I think, believe, observe, interpret, draw, write, sing matters because I matter.


You’re an A-Lister if you have the “audacity” to believe you have something of value to share, something dazzling, bold, emotive, or enlightening. Something you—and only you—can convey.


A-Listers need to share their art with the world because, after all, if a tree falls in the woods and no one hears it, what’s the point of being a tree? Let others keep a drawer full of unpublished scripts or perform as Stella in a community theater production of A Streetcar Named Desire, but not the A-Listers. They’re Broadway-bound!


The A-Lister knows that an artist without a big ego is like a Maserati without a twin turbo engine. How would it run? How would you run?


They also know there’s no reason to apologize for their grand vision, their unstoppable ambition, their “I’ll show them” mantra.


No two A-Listers are identical. Some are overbearing, others are divinely charismatic. Some are needy for people’s approval, others want to give the audience all they’ve got. Some are prolific, others have had one grand masterpiece and are then paralyzed with fear of failure. But they all tend to place more stock in the finished product than the process because the product is the glory.


However, if you’re an A-Lister whose ego is too tightly tied to your artistic output, you could be in for a rough ride. Your productivity could slow or temporarily disappear, or audiences might no longer clamor for you—and then what? A huge ego can easily be deflated. You might also be driven by dark feelings like the desire to enact revenge or trounce a competitor, and these distracting motives could derail your creative aims.


But, all in all, you’ve got a lot going for you, A-Lister. The ego is a powerful force, and it can propel you to great heights.


Varieties of A-Listers


You might be the sort of A-Lister who keeps quiet about your aspirations (even your best friend would be surprised to hear you consider yourself this type). Or, you might be the kind of A-Lister who chews up the scenery or sucks all the oxygen out of the room. Maybe, for you, there’s nothing like a live audience—you feed off their energy and adore the sight of their faces beaming up at you. Or, maybe you enjoy manipulating people into feeling certain feelings or believing what you want them to believe. These are some of the traits that differentiate one A-Lister from another.





Artistic Personality Quiz


So, You Think You’re an A-Lister
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1. Do you fantasize about any of the following: the spotlight on you and you alone, a standing ovation and shouts of “bravo” or “brava,” amazing reviews, fangirls or -boys, millions of social media followers, your own reality TV show, and/or boatloads of money?


2. Are you most alive when you’re creating or performing for people?


3. Do you want to be a star, not “just” an actor/painter/writer?


4. Are you hoping to prove someone wrong who told you one of the following: “You’re not all that talented,” “You’ll never make it as an artist,” or “You can’t make money from art”?


5. Do you long to create a work of art or give a performance that will make people laugh uncontrollably, sob, or feel forever changed?


6. Do you hope people will be talking about you and your art decades, or even centuries, from now?


7. Do you believe a gift of talent has been bestowed on you from on high?


8. Does competition stoke your creative fire?


9. Do you treasure the finished product even more than the creative process?


10. Do you enjoy “playing God” by giving life to and controlling your artistic work and/or the lives of your fictional characters?


11. Is remaining relevant to the culture at large important to you?




If you answered “yes” to most of these questions, you are an A-Lister. And if you answered “yes” to even a few of these questions, you have some strong A-Lister tendencies. Either way, read on.





See the Sidebar for a list of varieties of A-Listers, and read on for an exploration of some of the most common ones.
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Creativity Booster


Identifying Your Variety


Which one(s) are you?




• Self-deprecator (humble yet confident)


• Diva (you know what I mean)


• Audience Pleaser (holds a lovefest with the audience)


• Secret “Bully” (wants to unduly influence the audience)


• The Chosen One (believes his or her talent is God-given)


• Competitor (nothing spurs ideas like rivalry)


• Control Freak (enjoys moving fictional characters around like chess pieces)


• Darth Vader (the student becomes the master)


• The Reinventor (remains endlessly relevant)








The A-Lister Spectrum: Where Do You Belong?


Picture a horizontal line with people placed at different points along the egoism spectrum. All the way to the left is the humble-seeming A-Lister, and all the way to the right is what some might call the braggart.


The singer Adele might assume a place at far left because, while she’s got a magnetic stage presence and feeds off the love and adulation of her audience, she’s willing to turn down high-visibility opportunities like the 2017 Super Bowl (as she put it, the half-time show’s not really about music). She’s also the queen of self-deprecating humor and suffers from terrible stage fright. Those are qualities that keep an ego in check. And while she relishes the attention, she can live for long periods without it—which certainly cannot be said of all A-Listers.


In 2011, Adele’s doctor ordered her to stop singing, or even talking, for weeks after surgery to remove a polyp on her vocal cord. And then, once her son was born the following year, she chose to live a low-profile life for a while so she could take care of him. While the stage and recording studio beckoned to her, she resisted its call. As for the diva behavior that defines a lot of A-Listers? You just never hear about Adele trashing hotel rooms or pitching a fit if bottles of Cristal aren’t placed in ice buckets backstage during her concert tours!


You might pick an artist like the rapper Kanye West to occupy the position on the far right of the spectrum. He’s an obvious choice and one my students often make when I ask them to name an ego-driven artist. In addition to West’s notorious attention-grabbing behavior, he’s also directly compared himself to Steve Jobs, Anna Wintour, and Michelangelo, among other overachievers. And, he named his sixth studio album, Yeezus (which I’ll leave you to interpret). So, it’s pretty safe to say Kanye has A-Lister tendencies of a pronounced nature. It’s also safe to say these very same tendencies have helped make him one of the most successful and admired musicians of a generation.


What’s the level of attention you need? Where would you place yourself on the A-Lister spectrum?


The Audience Pleaser


As an A-Lister, the form of creativity you’re most drawn to—and the degree of audience responsiveness it invites—might be a clue to your deepest needs. Understanding this about yourself is not only interesting; it can help guide you toward the forms of creative expression and careers that suit you best.


Here’s what I mean. There are three types of artistic expression: (1) with an immediate audience reaction (live performance), (2) with an audience but with delayed feedback (writing, painting, acting in movies), and (3) without an audience (the proverbial novel that sits in a drawer—definitely not for A-Listers).


Which of the first two choices indicates a greater need for ego fulfillment? Take the example of an actor or actress. You could say a movie actor has a larger ego than a stage actor because he or she is more likely to have “movie star looks” and to be in pursuit of stardom, a lavish lifestyle, fifty million Twitter followers, and so on.


And, yet, isn’t it the stage performer who feeds off a live audience’s responses—laughter, muffled crying, applause, standing ovations, and whistles of approval—who is actually more ego-driven?


Consider actress Susan Sarandon’s unabashed explanation of the difference between acting in a film or in theater, as revealed in an interview with The Telegraph: “It’s like the difference between masturbation and making love. When you’re in movies you are almost by yourself, whereas on stage you have a relationship with the audience.” I bet you never thought of the difference that way before, right? But, you probably see the truth in Sarandon’s statement because it conveys the desire for instant connection many performers crave, one that feeds their ego.


In a New York magazine interview, actress Glenn Close described the relationship between a performer and her audience as follows: “Good live theater disturbs molecules. You create an energy source around yourself and it alternates between you and the audience. Anybody who sees live theater should come out a little rearranged.”


Patti LuPone clearly craves such a connection with a live audience. While she has played various roles on television, her first love is the Broadway stage, where her powerhouse performances have wowed audiences for years. She thrives on the intensity of acting and singing before a live audience (except, as she’s made clear, when they’re talking, texting, or taking photos on their phones during a performance, as was made obvious in a viral video of LuPone grabbing an audience member’s phone).


During an interview with LuPone, NPR correspondent Susan Stamberg told the actress a story about a friend who brought her daughter to see LuPone in the musical Gypsy on Broadway. Naturally, as is typical of tweens, the daughter was acting as if she wanted nothing to do with her mom. But, when LuPone started singing “Rose’s Turn,” the daughter grabbed her mother’s wrist. They were both, in the mom’s words, transported. When LuPone heard the story, she cried. She knew her performance had left the girl feeling more than a little “rearranged.”


In the documentary Elaine Stritch: Shoot Me, the Broadway icon said the best part about performing was receiving the audience’s love. And comedian Dave Chappelle, whose honesty and poignancy on an episode of Inside the Actors Studio has made it a fan favorite, conveyed how his audience keeps him going. He got a little emotional as he described it, saying, “You’re standing up there… like a gladiator, and them lights is on you, and you look down, and everyone’s looking up at you like ‘Ahhhhh.’… They love you, man, you know? It’s like a—it’s a lovefest. Yeah, it’s the best feeling. I love stand-up.”


If you’re an audience-pleasing A-Lister, there’s no denying that you crave a good lovefest. You just need to figure out which kind is most satisfying for you.


The “Secret Bully”


Not every A-Lister, however, needs or even wants the connection with his or her audience to be so blatant. For them there’s another approach, as you’ll see.


Several decades of writer Joan Didion’s journalism, personal essays, novels, screenplays, and, later, memoirs have made her not only a writer’s writer but also a literary icon for legions of fans. (Read “Goodbye to All That” from her collection Slouching Towards Bethlehem, and you’ll understand why.)


If you’ve seen Didion in person or in photographs, you were no doubt struck by how thin she is—fragile, even. But her fragility belies a hidden strength. You’ll see what I mean when you read what she has to say about the ego drive in her 1976 piece for The New York Times Magazine, “Why I Write,” a title taken from George Orwell’s timeless essay.


Didion writes, “In many ways writing is the act of saying I, of imposing oneself upon other people, of saying listen to me, see it my way, change your mind. It’s an aggressive, even hostile act.” She continues, “You can disguise its aggressiveness all you want… with the whole manner of intimating rather than claiming, of alluding rather than stating—but there’s no getting around the fact that setting words on paper is the tactic of a secret bully, an invasion, an imposition of the writer’s sensibility on the reader’s most private space.”


Writers are bullies? Writers, who hide behind their computer screens and keep their noses buried in books and sometimes use pen names to camouflage their identities and only give up their favorite window seat at Starbucks to stumble out into the world at closing time, over-caffeinated and pale… they’re bullies?


Obviously not schoolyard bullies who trip and push and beat up their targets. Not mean girl bullies who gossip and insinuate and ignore. Not cyberbullies who seek to hurt and humiliate. Secret bullies. Clever bullies. One might even say passive-aggressive bullies who impose their sensibility on an unsuspecting reader without the reader even realizing he or she has been “attacked.” Didion’s not only speaking of opinion writers and cultural commentators who are obvious in their appeal to readers to listen to me, see it my way, change your mind. She’s referring to all writers and, I’d venture to say, all artists.


In an interview in the Paris Review, Didion further explained her perspective, saying, “It’s hostile to try to wrench around someone else’s mind that way.” She compared this situation to one in which someone is trying to describe his or her dream to another person who simply isn’t interested in it, and observed, “The writer is always tricking the reader into listening to the dream.”


Think about a time when you came to the last lines of a novel, let’s say Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, and you were bereft because you could no longer live in the British Regency world of the Bennet family. Jane Austen secretly bullied you. And if you’ve watched TV shows like The Sopranos or House of Cards and found yourself time and again rooting for the bad guy, even as he blithely murdered his way through the series, the shows’ creators bullied you.


For an A-Lister, bullying means inducing (some might say “manipulating”) a response, especially an emotional one, in the audience. In the play Red, the lead character, based on the real-life painter Mark Rothko, bellows at his assistant, Ken: “I am here to stop your heart, you understand that? I am here to make you think.… I am not here to make pretty pictures!” This sums up some A-Listers’ desire to bully their audience into the desired reaction quite well, I’d say.
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Creativity Booster


Becoming a Secret Bully


What’s a creative project you’re working on now or hope to do in the future? How does it allow you to be a secret bully? If you’re making a short documentary about your grandmother’s struggle with Parkinson’s disease and plan to post it on YouTube, for example, you hope viewers will learn valuable information or be moved to tears. During your stand-up act, you want audience members to laugh so hard they double over in pain (though that might be venturing into actual bully territory). The protagonist of your television script does awful, shameful things, but you want the audience to love him anyway. Any of these scenarios and many others could be your induction into secret bullyhood. Here’s your opportunity to do in art what is so difficult to do in real life: get away with bullying people!


But here’s some advice to make sure you don’t become overbearing: If you write an opinion piece, you could present a counterargument to convey your reasonableness (followed by a rousing rebuttal, of course). If you develop characters who are sure to win your readers’ hearts, try to avoid crossing over into tearjerker territory. Whatever genre of art you’re doing, remember: it’s a fine line between subtle artistic persuasion and outright harassment of your audience.






The Chosen People


How often have you heard winners at the Grammy or Tony Awards thank God for the talent bestowed upon them? Are you hoping that will be you someday? While it might appear humble to share credit with a higher power, it also means you believe you were personally selected by that higher power for special powers of your own. Very A-Listy!


Queen of Soul Aretha Franklin once said, “Being a singer is a natural gift. It means I’m using to the highest degree possible the gift that God gave me to use. I’m happy with that.” Photographer Robert Mapplethorpe, in describing his process, made the spiritual connection more personal, saying, “When I work, and in my art, I hold hands with God” and “I stand naked when I draw. God holds my hand and we sing together.” These statements must have infuriated the people who found his breakthrough homoerotic portraits in the 1970s particularly ungodlike.


And here’s my favorite example, again featuring Patti LuPone. She wondered aloud to a reporter at Time Out why casting directors don’t always think of her for a role she’s clearly suited for, saying, “I know how good I am, and that’s not a boast. This is a gift from God that I’ve had since I was four years old.” Well, it might be a boast, but, then again, it’s justified.


You, too, may believe you’ve received a gift from God, whether it’s your perfect pitch or your gravity-defying grand jetés. But, more important than where your talent came from is where you’ll go with it—and where it might take you.



Positive Tendencies of A-Listers


Celebrating the Ego


In writer Bertrand Russell’s acceptance speech for the 1950 Nobel Prize in Literature, he addressed what he considered the four key human desires: acquisitiveness, rivalry, vanity, and love of power. As you might have suspected, these match closely with an A-Lister’s drives. I like what he had to say about vanity, in particular: “Vanity is a motive of immense potency. Anyone who has much to do with children knows how they are constantly performing some antic, and saying ‘Look at me.’ ‘Look at me’ is one of the most fundamental desires of the human heart. It can take innumerable forms, from buffoonery to the pursuit of posthumous fame.”


I’m going to hope and assume that you, dear A-Lister, are no buffoon, but I’ll bet you have a lot of “look at me” in you, no matter your age. Good for you! You’re meant to occupy center stage and you know it.


Is it any wonder, then, that in his essay “Why I Write,” George Orwell lists “sheer egoism” as the first of his four motives for writing? (The others are “aesthetic enthusiasm,” “historical impulse,” and “political purpose.”) I believe Orwell was speaking for other writers, too, and, by extension, artists in any field. He defines “sheer egoism” as the “desire to seem clever, to be talked about, to be remembered after death, to get your own back on the grown-ups who snubbed you in childhood, etc., etc.”


This philosophy sounds current, but it took root in the experiences of young Eric Arthur Blair in the early 1900s, years before he assumed the nom de plume George Orwell. Feeling overlooked and isolated might have been the undoing of another child. But, in Orwell’s case, it was painful yet productive. Who can say if he’d have written the classic novels Animal Farm and 1984 if he’d felt appreciated as a child?


Orwell also believed that most people beyond the age of thirty give up their individualism and their dreams and live primarily for others. Writers, however, belong to a class of people who defy this stereotype.


A-Lister, if you forgive Orwell his elitism, you’ll appreciate his takedown of the majority of over-thirties around the world who apparently live lives of quiet desperation. You can take refuge in the knowledge that he doesn’t mean you, no matter your age. Better yet, you’ll see he is a true admirer of the A-Lister’s sense of self, even if others might perceive it as “selfish.”


Is being ego-driven selfish? I like to think of it more as self-directed. (Doesn’t that sound better?) Besides, the harsh reality of the arts is that, unless you’re already famous, no one’s sitting around waiting for the moment when you’ll write your novel, produce your film, or choreograph your dance. The world would still spin on its axis whether you pursued your passion or not. It’s all on you. In fact, you need some swagger to believe that you have something unique to offer; you’ll fill stadiums, theaters, or galleries someday; the characters drawn from your imagination will leave an enduring mark on literature; and you’ll become a household name. When you consider that you’re in a competition of sorts with all the amazing art and music that is centuries old and still popular today, plus all the current artists trying to make a name for themselves, your A-Lister’s ego gives you a distinct advantage. Call it selfish or self-directed, egoism is the A-Lister’s strong suit, so get your swagger on.


Taking a Selfie


Turning your life into a work of art—memoir, personal essay, “thinly disguised” fiction, self-portrait, stand-up routine, even reality TV show—can help you or your audience come to insightful realizations, learn to cope, or feel less alone (see Chapter 4, “The Sensitive Soul,” if the alleviation of loneliness speaks to you). But for you it’s also a way to celebrate, well, you!


As an A-Lister, you’ve probably done a lot of living, and you’ve got entertaining stories to keep your friends endlessly amused. You might have a sense of yourself not only as a person but also a persona, a personality. You were the kid in class pictures who was always mugging for the camera. You were the one practicing a monologue about your crazy family in front of a full-length mirror, with your hairbrush-microphone in hand. And, you’re the one who believes there are few occasions when a selfie isn’t called for.


This A-Lister tendency to celebrate the self isn’t new. Centuries before Kim Kardashian perfected the art of the selfie, the Dutch painter Rembrandt van Rijn was doing the same, and for a similar mix of reasons: self-discovery, artistry, and, yes, publicity. Over the course of four decades, he made an astounding number of self-portraits (approximately eighty) in various media, including paintings, drawings, and prints. There was the “artist as a young man,” full of vitality; the middle-aged man wearing the clothes and accessories that fame bought him, such as gold chains, embroidered shirts, and fur-trimmed velvet coats; and, finally, the older, more introspective Rembrandt.


Art historian James Hall, in his book, The Self-Portrait: A Cultural History, has identified a strong self-promotional strategy behind these scores of selfies. He says of Rembrandt, “His early self-portrait prints are sent all over the place, so everyone would have known what he looked like even if they’d never seen another work by Rembrandt. As an independent artist, not a court artist, he had to make more of an effort to put himself on the map. Making a self-portrait suggests that you are already famous even if you’re not.”
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Nurture Your Tendencies


Take a Selfie That Matters


An A-Lister who isn’t center stage is a sad A-Lister indeed. So, make sure the spotlight is on you, but, like Rembrandt, back up your bid for attention with real substance. If you think your life lends itself to a great memoir or play, strive to create work that goes beyond me-me-me and strikes some universal chords. If you’re someone who has been told, “You’re a real character,” make your quirkiness the basis for your art (think of Woody Allen’s success at doing this). Remember, A-Lister, you have an unbreakable pact with your audience: you’ve got to create something meaningful to them, and they’ll give you their adoration in return.





Achieving Immortality Through Art


How amazing would it be to defy death, if not in body, then in your paintings or songs or poems—art that will leave an impression on generations of people to come?


Art can, like children, be your mark on the world, proving you were here and the world is forever changed because you lived in it. You birthed beings, or art, no one else has or ever will.


This thought may not occupy the minds of all artistic people. Most are trying to be creative and get their work noticed and make a few bucks from it. The idea of producing art that will be read, viewed, or listened to centuries or even millennia later is not at the forefront of their minds.


And then there are the A-Listers.


Art challenges death, flies in the face of death, makes a mockery of death—even though some of its most famous practitioners succumbed too early to death. Not content to merely make it in this lifetime, A-Listers want to keep making it even once they’ve “shuffled off this mortal coil” (fittingly, a phrase from Hamlet by the mortality-defying playwright William Shakespeare).


Many A-Listers are well aware of their desire to live on through their works. Singer Bob Marley claimed, “My music will go on forever.” Author Jorge Luis Borges said, “When writers die they become books, which is, after all, not too bad an incarnation.” Writer James Salter said, “Life passes into pages if it passes into anything.” And poet and novelist Sylvia Plath captured similar sentiments in her journal, noting, “Writing is a religious act: it is an ordering, a reforming, a relearning and reloving of people and the world as they are and as they might be. A shaping which does not pass away like a day of typing or a day of teaching. The writing lasts: it goes about on its own in the world. People read it: react to it as to a person, a philosophy, a religion, a flower.”


Keep in mind that the desire for immortality is not only about attaining everlasting fame, however. As an A-Lister, it’s also about your strong ego attachment to your work and belief in it and, if you’re a novelist, screenwriter, or playwright, a true bond with your characters. Isn’t it strange to think that people have a limited life span while the characters imagined by a writer might live forever? And, yet, it’s so.


Immortality through your art is not beyond your reach, especially today when much of what you produce will be recorded. Just think: someone in the twenty-second century might appreciate your work every bit as much as a twenty-first-century audience member. It doesn’t get much better than that, A-Lister!



Competitive, Much?


A-Listers take to competition the way a lapsed vegan takes to a hunk of sirloin—that is to say, with great gusto. They vie for superiority, even with their former, younger, more energetic, and prolific selves. And, naturally, their competitive spirit really comes to the fore in jockeying with their artistic predecessors or their contemporaries. The competition might be friendly or vicious. Sometimes the rivalry is purely in the mind of one artist, but at other times it’s an all-out battle of the bards… or songwriters.


A renowned friendly competition in which both artists benefited was the one between John Lennon and Paul McCartney, specifically as songwriters. In the book A Day in the Life by Mark Hertsgaard, the Beatles’ producer George Martin described their partnership this way: “Imagine two people pulling on a rope… smiling at each other and pulling all the time with all their might. The tension between the two of them made for the bond.”


Would the Beatles have been the Beatles without their keen competitive spirit? (That was a rhetorical question—the answer is clearly, no!) While it’s not unheard of, it is rare for one rock band to have two leaders who are both so supremely talented at songwriting and singing and performing and playing multiple instruments and making the girls faint and winning over the universe with their wittiness and charm. It’s amazing that two strong personalities with natural competitive instincts managed to collaborate so well.


In the early years of Beatlemania, Lennon and McCartney wrote songs “nose to nose” and “eyeball to eyeball,” as Lennon put it. As time went on and more of their songs became distinctly Paul or John songs rather than full-on collaborations, they were inspired to one-up each other. For instance, when Lennon wrote “Strawberry Fields,” McCartney wrote “Penny Lane,” also a nostalgia-tinged song, in response.


And the competition surrounding some of the Beatles’ songs wasn’t limited to the confines of the band. When Brian Wilson, the “mad genius” of the Beach Boys, heard the Beatles’ album Rubber Soul, it inspired him to make an album that would challenge him artistically and include more complex musical arrangements and harmonies than he’d used in the surfer songs the Beach Boys were best known for. The result was Pet Sounds, one of the most admired albums in rock history.


But that’s not the end of the story. Before the record’s release, Wilson played it for Lennon and McCartney, who listened to it in its entirety and then asked to hear it all over again. They began writing the groundbreaking Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band almost immediately afterward. McCartney acknowledged that Pet Sounds ignited the competitive spirit in the Beatles and that the Beach Boys’ experimentation made it seem possible for the Beatles to one-up their rivals. And, so, an appetite for competition, an A-Lister trait, is partly responsible for three of the greatest rock albums in history!


The street art world, too, is no stranger to competition. But not all competition has been friendly. In 1985, pioneering British street artist King Robbo painted what became known as the oldest lasting graffiti work in London, on a wall by a canal in the Camden section of London, accessible only by boat. Over time, British authorities, who considered his spray paintings vandalism rather than art, removed nearly all of them from the city’s trains and walls but left the original piece standing.


And then street artist Banksy entered Robbo’s life. The story goes that they met at a place called the Dragon Bar, and when they were introduced Banksy claimed he’d never heard of Robbo. In response, Robbo slapped him and said, “Oh, what, you ain’t heard of me? You won’t forget me now, will you!”


This interaction, which has become the stuff of legend, prompted an ongoing spat between the two artists. First, as captured in the documentary Banksy vs. Robbo Graffiti Wars, Banksy partially painted over Robbo’s canal mural, provoking Robbo, who’d more or less “retired” from the street art world, into a comeback. Robbo altered Banksy’s alteration of his own art by making it seem the workman that Banksy had depicted was painting “King Robbo.” Three days later the letters F-u-c mysteriously appeared before the “King” (get it?).


The “war” continued until—and, in a sense, even after—Robbo suffered a sudden injury, probably caused by a fall that put him into a coma. He died shortly after, at the age of forty-four. In tribute to Robbo while he was still in a coma, Banksy returned to the Camden site and painted a black-and-white version of Robbo’s original art with the additions of a crown and a can of spray paint with a hazard symbol of a flame above it. But then the mural was restored to its original form with slight changes by the other members of “Team Robbo.” The restoration has since peeled away to leave the black-and-white tribute to Robbo, but who knows what the status of it will be by the time you read this.


Sure, the rivalry between Robbo and Banksy involved constant one-upmanship, repeated attempts by each to prove who was the alpha male, and an unabashed pursuit of publicity. It’s not the purist reason to do art, but it brought Robbo out of retirement and into a bigger career, and it elevated Banksy’s status. In the A-Listy world of street art, competition turned out well for both of them.


You’ll probably find that your competitive nature can supply you with renewed determination when you’re feeling stuck, creatively, or your confidence has taken a hit. For an A-Lister, competition is a motivation generator.
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Creativity Booster


Naming Your Fears


A-Listers tend to appear self-confident, and, while some are, others hide their insecurities behind a mask of confidence. Putting your art—and yourself—out there in such characteristically big, A-Lister ways can be terrifying! The first step toward overcoming, or at least making peace with, your fears is identifying them. Some fears common to A-Listers are:




• Letting your ego get the better of you


• Worrying that success won’t be as satisfying as you’d hoped


• Experiencing failure


• Seeing your popularity diminish, being forgotten, or having your art dismissed as no longer timely


• Losing out to competitors and upstarts




See which of these resonate with you, and think of three more fears to add to your list. Then, answer the question “What can I do?” for each one. For instance, if your worst fear as a director is that your play will close down after opening night, write about what you could do to accept this one failure and either move on or make changes to the play that would allow you to relaunch it at another theater. Repeat this exercise with your other fears, and see if it lessens the intensity of each one.






Cautionary Tales for the A-Lister


Ah, A-Listers, the same ego drive that fills you with brio and bravado is the very one that could make you super sensitive to any dip in attention or cause you to sacrifice your aesthetic ambitions for your fame-seeking ones. Let’s look at some of the challenges you might face and consider which tendencies you can tame so you can achieve your dreams without them getting the better of you.


Valuing Product over Process


Dancer/choreographer Twyla Tharp, in her book The Creative Habit, presents a thought-provoking survey with thirty-three questions for readers to contemplate. My favorite is number 26: “When you work, do you love the process or the result?” When I pose this question to my students, many of them will try to wiggle out of it by answering “Both.” But, if forced to choose, the A-Listers among them are likely to answer, “The result.”


For an A-Lister, what’s a greater ego thrill than seeing all your efforts finally come to fruition and then releasing your art into the world? Imagine this: walking by a bookstore and, whoa, there’s your book with your name on it displayed dazzlingly in the window. Or saying your first line onstage after weeks of intense rehearsal. Or sitting in a movie theater with an audience who’s watching your movie—your movie—on a ginormous screen.


Imagining your moment of “making it” can keep you going, especially during the rough patches: when you’re not seeing eye-to-eye with your dance partner or you’re feeling like you can’t possibly reach the required word count or you’re worried that if you haven’t succeeded by now, you’re never going to. Chances are, you will make it, if you can keep that moment before you, a North Star to your creative longings.
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Tame Your Tendencies


Learning to Appreciate the Process


If you’re the kind of A-Lister who has your eye on the prize (adoration, commercial success, etc.) instead of the process, here’s a question worth pondering: What sort of artistic projects would you be doing if you weren’t concerned with audience reaction, critics, or fame? Once you’ve answered that question, try to set aside time on a regular basis to “fool around” on the piano or in the dance studio, without any goals other than enjoying yourself. It will remind you how much fun it is to make art for its own sake.





But, here’s a word of caution, A-Lister: being laser-focused on the end results has its upsides, but research reveals (as you’ll see in Chapter 2, “The Artisan”) it has its downsides, too. For one, you could lose your enjoyment of the process if you treat it as something to “get through” just so you can receive the grand acclaim and financial rewards you desire. Also, when you’re more ambitious about achieving success than you are about doing good work, your art can suffer—and isn’t the art what matters most?


Great Expectations Aren’t Always So Great


Some A-Listers act against their own best interests by thinking they’ll only be satisfied if they’re superstars (not stars), the play’s lead (not a supporting actor), a best-selling author (not a mid-list author), and so on. Imagining yourself at the top of your field can be motivating, but it can also be paralyzing to the point at which you fail to create anything at all.


Think about times when you may have fallen into this trap. Maybe you’ve thought or even said things aloud like this: “If I can’t get a good record deal, I’m just not going to sing anymore.” (That’s showing ’em.) Or, “What’s the point of making movies when I’ll never be as good as Wes Anderson?” (The “why bother” school of film.) Or, “I can’t believe I put so much effort into it and the show didn’t sell out. Don’t people recognize true talent anymore?” (“A” for effort doesn’t exist.) Or, “Why would anybody care about my life?” (What if popular memoirists Elizabeth Gilbert, Mary Karr, or Cheryl Strayed had let that deter them?)


A-Lister, these thoughts might be masking a fear of success, a fear of failure—or both. You might have been raised to think creative pursuits are only appropriate as hobbies, not as a “real job,” and so you’re under pressure to prove yourself as a self-sufficient artist. Or, maybe you were told by your mom and your drama teacher that you’re uniquely talented, and so you’ve been set up to believe you deserve to be cast in nothing less than the next Lin-Manuel Miranda play. It’s exhausting to yo-yo between hyped-up expectations and fears of never reaching them.


Cheryl Strayed addressed this paradoxical attitude in one of the letters she wrote for her “Dear Sugar” advice column for the online magazine The Rumpus. She was responding to a young woman who feared she’d never manage to overcome her limitations and become the sort of writer she dreamed of being. Strayed could tell this woman was suffering from the enormous pressure she was placing on herself, the sort of pressure that demonstrates the A-Lister’s proclivity toward being, as Strayed called it, “up too high and down too low.”


And so Strayed explained how, in order to write her first book, the novel Torch, she had to learn humility. She writes, “I had to write my book. My very possibly mediocre book. My very possibly never-going-to-be-published book. My absolutely nowhere-in-league-with-the-writers-I’d-admired-so-much-that-I-practically-memorized-their-sentences book. It was only then, when I humbly surrendered, that I was able to do the work I needed to do.” And, she ended her letter with one of my all-time favorite lines of advice: “Write like a motherfucker.”



Control Freakiness


Famed director Alfred Hitchcock once said, “In the fiction film, the director is the god; he must create life.” Some A-Listers think of themselves as akin to gods—and, in a way, they are. Aren’t all creative people? While you probably don’t parade around like Hitchcock or Pablo Picasso (as you’ll see in the Spotlight), announcing you are God, you might enjoy playing God. This sentiment may be especially true for writers—whether novelists, screenwriters, playwrights, or others—who invent characters and then determine their fate, moving them here or there, marrying them off to the wrong people, placing them at the front lines of a war, or inventing myriad other obstacles to their happiness.


Be aware, dear A-Lister, that this wish to construct a world of your own making may reflect a desire for control, the sort of dictatorial power over people and situations that eludes you in real life. Channeling your desire for control into your art may be healthy, but there might be a price to pay for assuming such godlike powers.


The movie The Hours, based on the novel of the same name by Michael Cunningham, captures this nearly Machiavellian obsession some writers have with manipulating the lives of fictional characters. We see the character of the esteemed writer Virginia Woolf (played by Nicole Kidman in an Academy Award–winning performance) writing the classic modernist novel Mrs. Dalloway. As she’s contemplating the story and the various characters whose lives she gets to manipulate, she muses aloud about her protagonist Clarissa Dalloway, “She’ll die. She’s going to die. That’s what’s going to happen. She’ll kill herself. She’ll kill herself over something which doesn’t seem to matter.” As becomes clear to the viewer, this is probably also the filmmaker’s reference to the death of Woolf herself, who committed suicide in 1941 by filling her coat pockets with heavy stones and wading into the River Ouse to drown.


But later in the film, Woolf experiences a jolt of clarity. While her beloved sister Vanessa and Vanessa’s children are visiting her at her home in a London suburb, Woolf is lost in thought. When Vanessa asks what’s on her mind, Woolf replies, “I was going to kill my heroine. But I’ve changed my mind. I can’t. And then I’ll have to kill someone else instead.” And she does.


While the fictionalized Woolf has no qualms about her godlike role in determining the fate of her characters, humorist Fran Lebowitz feels otherwise. Lebowitz grew up believing writing was a godly act. She said in a Paris Review interview, “When I was very little, say five or six, I became aware of the fact that people wrote books. Before that, I thought that God wrote books. I thought a book was a manifestation of nature, like a tree. When my mother explained it, I kept after her: What are you saying? What do you mean? I couldn’t believe it. It was astonishing. It was like—here’s the man who makes all the trees. Then I wanted to be a writer, because, I suppose, it seemed the closest thing to being God.”


Is it presumptuous to be a creator? Lebowitz thinks so—and she believes this can induce guilt. In Martin Scorsese’s documentary about her, Public Speaking, Lebowitz says, “The history of writing is… when people are actually writing they are doing something bad to themselves at the same time. People used to drink, people smoked. While you’re writing, you’re doing something bad to yourself, and that is to punish yourself for playing God.”


The idea of having to “atone” for the sin of writing fiction based on people’s lives is also at the heart of the novel Atonement by Ian McEwan. In it, a thirteen-year-old girl, Briony, misunderstands the interaction she’s witnessed between her sister and a suitor and turns her misperceptions into a short story, much to the detriment of their love and their lives. After she grows up and comes to understand the full implications of her actions, Briony asks, “How can a novelist achieve atonement when, with her absolute power of deciding outcomes, she is also God?” The somewhat ironic answer in Briony’s case is that she was fated to spend a lifetime writing her novel as a means of making up for her past sins.


These concerns about an author’s power is reminiscent of the Greek myth of Icarus, in which Icarus’s father crafted wings for him from feathers and wax but warned him against the hubris of thinking he could fly close to the sun. Naturally, he did and his wings melted and he ended up drowning in the sea.


Is it hubris to create? To fly so close to the sun? Probably. Nevertheless, divine aspiration (not just inspiration) can be a driving force for A-Listers. While it may cause some hand-wringing, in most cases playing God doesn’t harm others and allows you to design a world of your own making, immerse yourself in your imagination, and play out life-and-death scenarios in fiction that would be devastating in real life.
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There’s a reason so many creative superstars possess A-Lister traits and tendencies. A powerful ego, which is the beating heart of the A-Lister, isn’t merely important for creativity; it’s essential.


And, so, use those great reserves of ego to pursue your passion but also be aware of how a strong ego can become an ego unbound… as in the case of Pablo Picasso.


Picasso is considered one of—if not the—most prolific and influential artists of the twentieth century. And, he was recognized as such during his long life—no toiling away in obscurity for him! I’m not here to tell you his enormous ego was detrimental to his painting. But, if you want to be the sort of A-Lister who is ambitious and accomplished and is also regarded as a decent person, read this as a cautionary tale.


Like most A-Listers, one key to Picasso’s success was his lack of ambivalence about achieving it. As he told the famous photographer Brassaï, considered “the eye of Paris” in the 1930s, “Success is an important thing! It’s often been said that an artist ought to work for himself, for the ‘love of art,’ that he ought to have contempt for success. Untrue! An artist needs success. And not only to live off it, but especially to produce his body of work.” But Picasso also believed an artist must stay true to himself, saying, “Where is it written that success must always go to those who cater to the public’s taste? For myself, I wanted to prove that you can have success in spite of everyone, without compromise.”


Picasso’s incomparable drive did not come without consequences. According to multiple accounts from those who knew him and from art historians, Picasso’s ego—and cruelty—were limitless. Paul Johnson, in his book Creators, offers alternately amusing and frightening accounts of Picasso’s overweening ego. Did you know, for instance, that long before Richard Nixon’s enemies list, Picasso kept one, which contained, among others, the names of anyone who befriended the “other” Cubist, Georges Braque? As for painter and pal Henri Matisse, Picasso dismissed his whimsical art with jabs like, “What is a Matisse? A balcony with a big red flower-pot falling over it.” Juan Gris, a painter and sculptor and fellow Spaniard, suffered more than verbal barbs from Picasso. Picasso convinced patrons to drop Gris, tried to prevent him from getting commissions, and then, when he died young, feigned grief.




OEBPS/images/Art_jug.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_flower.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781580056380.jpg
META WAGNER

+

Harness the Power of

Your Artistic Personality





OEBPS/images/Art_kite.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_light.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_camera.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
WHAT’S YOUR
CREATIVE TYPE?

Harness the Power of Your
Artistic Personality

by
META WAGNER

£

SEAL PRESS





OEBPS/images/Art_dino.jpg





